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Introduction 
Project work has grown significantly in volume and recognition in recent decades as projects 
have ‘become a common form of work organization in all sectors of the economy’ (Lindgren 
& Packendorff, 2006: 841).  This increase in project-based work is just one of the many 
changes that have been affecting the nature of work, the employment relationship and the 
associated conceptualization and experience of careers (Baruch, 2004b; Söderlund & Bredin, 
2006).  A career can be defined as a process of development along a path of work experience 
and roles in one or more organizations (Baruch & Rosenstein, 1992), and careers involving 
project-based work take place within multi-layered institutional settings.  Projects are 
generally undertaken by small temporary organizations (Ekstedt, Lundin, Söderholm & 
Wirdenius, 1999; Pettigrew, 2003; Söderlund, 2012) which in turn may form part of larger, 
permanent entities; involve people drawn from a number of disciplines and organizations; or 
be formed as partnerships, joint ventures or strategic alliances between two or more 
organizations (Scott, 2007).   
 
Although the temporary context of project organizing is receiving increasing interest, recent 
contributors to the discussion of project-based careers have noted that little research attention 
has been given to careers and career models for project-based work (Bredin & Söderlund, 
2012), the role and motivation of project managers and the implications of work in transient 
organizational forms (Hölze, 2010).  These gaps in the literature encompass both the 
individual’s perception of their career experience (subjective) and their actual sequence of 
jobs (objective) (Hall, 2002; Walker, 1976  as cited in Bredin & Söderlund, 2012).  Drawing 
upon analysis of in-depth interviews with 33 project managers, the aim of this paper is to 
provide insight into both the subjective and objective aspects of project-based careers through 
the theoretical lenses of Schein’s career anchors (Schein, 1978; Schein, 2007) and related 
action regulation theory (2007) and Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy (1986), and institutional 
theory (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott, 2001).   
 
The institutional context of project-based work 
In the context of institutional theory, institutions are not synonymous with organizations.  An 
institution is a social structure comprising individuals or organizations containing potentially 
influential collectives. These collectives are subject to institutional forces that include myths, 
beliefs, rules, conventions and knowledge made legitimate through educational systems, 
public opinion, regulation and by the professions (Powell, 2007).  Institutional forces are 
often seen as resulting in conformity, homogeneity and isomorphism, but project-based work 
involves multiple layers of institutional settings.  Pursuit of legitimacy by the various 
temporary and permanent organizations involved in projects introduces diverse institutional 
layers that may oppose or support one another, acting and reacting to create a dynamic 
environment in which “profound organizational change can occur” (Powell, 2007).   
 
Project-based work is multi-disciplinary.  Project managers and team members may come 
from a range of educational or professional backgrounds such as engineering, architecture, 
information technology, finance or social services.  Each discipline may therefore be seen as 
an institutional field with its own culture, beliefs and rules.  Professional associations are seen 
in institutional theory to be powerful normative agents (Scott, 2007), and project management 
professional associations provide an excellent example of this, with their standards and 
bodies of knowledge shaping organizational processes and forms such as Project 
Management Offices (PMOs).   
 
Projects are often carried out through temporary organizations that may include 
representatives of different functions within the permanent organization as well as 
representatives from consultant, supplier and vendor organizations. Projects may also be 
undertaken through partnerships, joint ventures or strategic alliances between two or more 
organizations (Scott, 2007) and each internal function and external organization will have its 
own institutional setting with different governance structures, rules, values, and accepted 
practices.   
 
Further layers may be developed through operations in an international context “when the 
institutional pressures exist across fields, industries, and countries with different institutional 
contexts” (de la luz Fernández-Alles & Valle-Cabrera, 2006: 521).  These multiple layers of 
institutional settings provide a complex and dynamic context within which project-based 
careers unfold.  
 
It is our proposition that despite the variations in discipline and international contexts in 
project style organizations, institutional theory suggests that such organizations remain 
similar in structure and process; careers and rewards.  The purpose of this study was to 
explore the career experiences of men and women in these often temporary project organized 
situations to identify new understandings and new research opportunities for optimising 
careers in project management.  We identify an analytical framework for understanding the 
issues of careers in 21st Century multi-layered institutional settings and analyse this against 
the results of interviews with 33 male and female project managers.  
 
Career development theories 
Theories of career have developed over time. Holland’s (1997)  personality type and career 
choice typology is used for identifying vocational preferences linked to personality (Dessler, 
Griffiths, & Lloyd-Walker, 2007).  While not rejecting the contribution of Holland and others 
who come from the reductionist perspective, Bloch (2005) argues for a more relationship-
based and non-linear approach to explaining career development over a life time, viewing 
career as ‘a complex adaptive entity’. Such an approach recognises that the entity is open to 
influences from the environment.  This transition has been described by Baruch (2004b) as a 
shift from linear to multi-directional career systems where organizational structures, cultures 
and processes are essential inputs. 
 
Altman and Baruch (2012) and Näsholm (2012) have identified that globalization has created 
a new employee; one who pursues international assignments with multiple employers over 
time if necessary, in order to support personal growth and career advancement.  Näsholm 
(2012) labelled this new expatriate employee who sought out and completed a range of 
overseas based projects as an ‘international itinerant’ while the traditional approach, where an 
employee is asked to take on an international assignment with their continuing employer is 
termed a repeat expatriate. The repeat expatriate moves to another country and completes a 
project or assignment then returns to their home office for at least a short period of time.  
Altman and Baruch (2012) viewed those Näsholm has identified as ‘expatriate itinerants’ as 
career orientated and largely self-development focused.  
 
Today’s employee makes career decisions that workers did not often face until the second 
half of the 20th century. These decisions are often made in an environment of mergers and 
acquisitions and of increasingly precarious employment leading to a breach of the 
psychological contract (Rousseau, 1989). When an employee perceives that what they had 
been led to believe the future would hold for them as an employee does not eventuate or is 
greatly altered by their employer such that their employment prospects or arrangements 
become less attractive, a breach of the psychological contract occurs (Rousseau, 1989). This 
feeling can commonly occur after mergers or acquisitions where employment conditions 
change, or where employment is terminated (Bellou, 2007). In the project-based IT industry, 
IBM have recently announced plans to eliminate up to 8000 jobs within their German office 
and an intention to offer temporary employment on a project-by-project basis to those 
formerly employed on an on-going basis (Knowledge, Australian School of Business, 2012). 
This was reported as forming part of plans to restructure resulting in a flexible organization 
of a small core executive strategic planning group in continuing roles with remaining jobs 
being performed by contract employees, employed to complete projects according to need. 
For these ‘downsized’ former employees, opportunities to work on a contract basis may 
provide income however over time the relevance of their skill base will deteriorate and thus 
their skill development and contracting career prospects will become their personal 
responsibility. The protean career metaphor now applies to them  
 
Career models, or metaphors 
Recent additions to theories of career include boundaryless or protean career metaphors (Van 
der Sluis & Poell, 2003; Briscoe & Hall, 2006; Inkson, 2006).  Here the individual responds 
to changes in the environment and adapts their career path to the modern, global workplace. 
Importantly, though, the ability to adopt such an approach relies not only on the individual 
responding to changes in the world of work, such as those made at IBM, but also on the level 
of control the individual has over their career progress and career choices and development 
(Hall, 1996). These choices do not always involve climbing a career ladder within a single 
profession or trade but may involve quite marked changes in career path, often linked to 
lifestyle. A whole of life approach is taken and this approach to career is linked to increased 
mobility and development over time, driven by the individual (Briscoe, Hall, & DeMuth, 
2006).  
 
What these movements are suggesting is a change from traditional life-long employment to 
boundaryless or adjustable careers where instead of the organization, the employee takes 
charge of their own career. The employee may pursue a path of growth that does not always 
involve vertical advancement but often incorporates job changes to fit current life 
circumstances or to provide greater challenge and satisfaction (Dessler, et al. 2007) and 
which result in the individual having multiple employers over their career (Arthur, Khapova 
and Wilderom 2005). These employees are committed to a profession, more than an 
organization, and viewed as having greater loyalty to their craft than to their company 
(Bredin & Söderlund, 2011). 
 
There are both internal and external aspects to careers.  The internal aspects include the 
motivations, competence, expectations and perceptions of individuals and the external aspects 
include the actual progression through a series of job roles in a variety of organizational 
contexts subject to multiple institutional forces.  Institutional theory provides a lens for 
understanding the external context of careers in project-based work and Schein’s career 
anchors (Schein, 1978; 2007) linked to two elements of social cognitive theory: self-efficacy 
(Bandura 1986) and action regulation theory (Raabe, Frese & Beehr 2007) provide a 
framework for understanding the internal context.  
 
Action Regulation Theory 
Raabe, et al. (2007: 297) acknowledged that the development of the protean career as a 
response to “the changing nature of jobs” had placed responsibility on individuals to manage 
their own careers and that this had in turn required them to exercise personal initiative. Raabe 
et al. (2007) used an action-theory based model to explain the ways in which today’s 
employees control their own careers, effectively exercising career self-management. Active 
career self management relates to action regulation theory which is based on the belief that 
goals are first set, information is gathered upon which planning occurs leading to execution 
and subsequently feedback is received (Frese & Zapf, 1994). If achievable goals are to be set, 
self-knowledge, “a core variable of social cognitive theory” (Zikic & Kleine, 2006: 393), and 
self-efficacy (Bandura 1986), also a component of social cognitive theory (Bussey & 
Bandura, 1999), are required, as the individual must believe in their ability to achieve the 
goal if they are to become “self determined career agents” (Zikic & Kliene, 2006: 393).   
 
Career anchors 
Schein’s longitudinal study at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the 1970s resulted 
in the identification and description of career anchors (Dessler et al., 2007) which may 
consciously or sub consciously influence career decisions.  Schein (1978) found that as 
people come to understand themselves better so they will also better appreciate the one major 
concern or value that they will not give up when making choices about their career and life in 
general.  Schein’s original research in the 1970s had led him to identify five categories and, 
based on further research, he added a further three categories in the 1980s resulting in eight 
major types of career anchors that drive people’s career decisions (1996). These anchors are: 
1) autonomy and independence; 2) security and stability; 3) technical and functional 
competence; 4) management competence; 5) entrepreneurial creativity; 6) service and being 
dedicated to a cause; 7) pure challenge, and 8) lifestyle (Schein 1996). Schein believed that 
the concept of career anchors had become even more applicable during the turbulent 
employment times in the 1990s, with the possibility of a job for life disappearing and being 
replaced by the desire to gain experience, knowledge and skills to support continuing 
employment, but possibly with another employer (Schein 1996). Baruch added to Schein’s 
anchors early in the 21st century: Employability, Work/family balance and Spiritual purpose 
(Baruch, 2004a).  
 
The career anchors vary greatly and include the desire to pursue a Technical or Functional 
career, avoiding managerial roles. The Managerial Competence anchor indicates the point 
where the individual is motivated by the desire to become a manager.  Those influenced by 
the desire to create things align with the Entrepreneurial Creativity anchor and those 
dedicated to a cause, such as those working in roles where they help others or perhaps in 
public service, align with the Service/Dedication career anchor. Others may seek Pure 
Challenge with this anchor involving a desire for constant challenge and problem solving. 
Those who desire Autonomy and Independence may be particularly attracted to project work, 
choosing between projects and locations to meet their need for flexibility. It is in this way 
that the individual avoids being constrained by the structural forces such as the promotion 
and job transfer practices of large organizations. Lifestyle may be the focus of the individual 
who makes career choices that allow them to pursue a range of non-work interests however 
the need for Security and Stability may also be present, with one or more of the other career 
anchors.  
 
People instinctively align themselves with one or other of Schein’s eight career anchors but 
may also seek to fulfil underlying needs linked to other anchors (Arthur, et al. 2005). This 
suggests that the career anchor ‘Autonomy’ for example may combine with the career anchor 
‘Lifestyle’ to lead an individual to choose a career of contracting which enables them to 
travel and work in a range challenging roles in different countries and cultures. Alternatively, 
the desire for ‘Security and Service’ may lead a person to seeking continuing employment 
rather than risk being unemployed for period of time between contracts. Peel and Inkson 
(2004) acknowledge that the ability to choose a career of contracting is usually confined to 
groups of highly skilled workers, but self-efficacy will also be required. It has also been 
observed that “perceived self-efficacy predicts career nontraditionality” (Bussey & Bandura 
1999: 693) and gendered perceptions of jobs may impact women’s beliefs about their 
occupational efficacy. Those who lack self-efficacy will be more likely to seek organizational 
employment at least until their knowledge, skills and experience has developed to a point 
where they are confident of being self employed and able to pursue a series of project roles 
that interest and challenge them. By contrast, others seek Security as their career anchor 
attracted by the financial security and stable future that organizational employment may 
provide. Näsholm’s (2012) international itinerant’s career anchors are Autonomy and 
Independence and Challenge, whereas the repeat expatriate’s career anchor is Security with a 
supporting desire in Challenge and Autonomy.  
 
Linking Career Theories and Models 
Briscoe and Hall (2006) outlined the similarities and differences between the concepts 
‘protean’ and ‘boundaryless’ careers. The boundaryless career is not tied to a single 
organization. The individual seeks opportunities across organizational boundaries, leading 
Eby (2001) to describe this career model as inter-firm mobility.  The protean career, by 
comparison, is driven by the individual according to their goals demonstrating individual 
career management with success viewed from the psychological perspective (Briscoe, Hall 
and DeMuth, 2006) rather than objective or extrinsic factors such as income, status or power 
(Hall 2002). A protean career is strongly influenced by the personal values of the individual 
with choices about roles being made based on those values.  
 
Change at a variety of levels, as a response to globalization has led to industry level 
restructuring which in turn has been accompanied by internal organizational structural 
changes. With project teams now used to deliver outcomes an increasingly broad range of 
employees are forging careers within project teams. To pursue a career in the 21st century, the 
theories and models put forward in a period of stability (Savickas, et al. 2009) do not 
necessarily explain career management and planning in a time when “people’s vocational 
interests seem to be less fixed” than had been assumed in the past (Savickas, et al. 2009: 240).  
By combining theories and models developed during the second half of the 20th century and 
placing them within the globalized 21st century workplace and, in particular within project 
management, we can better understand how people pursue careers in project-based and 
project-oriented organizations today. 
 
The external environment – globalization, restructuring, flattening of organizational 
structures, the move to temporary organizational forms – has led to the development of a 
different workplace and, subsequently, a different environment within which people pursue 
their careers. An increasing range of people now pursues a career in project management, 
across a broad spectrum of industries and organizational types. Career choices are influenced 
by a range of factors that cannot be explained by any one of the current theories, but which 
require examination from a range of perspectives. 
 
What is missing from our current model (Figure 1) is ‘career development opportunities’. 
These are required to enable the project manager to progress their career. As already 
demonstrated by the IBM example, project management professionals in some industries can 
expect project-by-project employment in the future. Identifying, accessing and completing 
career development opportunities to support continued project contracts – or viable 
employment - will become the responsibility of the individual. Careful choice of roles that 
provide opportunities to develop new and different knowledge, skills and attitudes may assist 
to reduce the personal time and cost required to support continued career suggest. Raabe, 
Frese and Beehrs (2007) detail the action-theory based model, which explains how careful 
information gathering and planning efforts are required to support continuing employment, 
should it take the form of organizational or self employment (Peel & Inkson, 2004). 
 
We propose an analytical framework (Figure 1) that acknowledges the workplace of the 21st 
century within which the individual pursues their career and the institutional context within 
which they work. Central to the individual’s choices will be their values. There will be some 
values that the person will not give up (Schein 2007) and thus this will act as an anchor for 
their career. In order to plan their career they will require self knowledge of their values and 
their knowledge, skills and attitudes that suit them to particular roles and will need to believe 
in their ability to apply these appropriately to succeed in the chosen role, they will need self 
efficacy (Bandura, 1986).  According to social cognitive theory, this would indicate the 
application of action regulation theory, as the individual would regulate their actions 
according to their understanding of themself. Their willingness to move location to pursue 
roles will impact on their choices and a willingness to consider new and different options, as 
described by the boundaryless career model, will require them to be adaptable and flexible 
(Briscoe & Hall 2006). These choices will continue to be influenced by the individual’s 
values such that they will not necessarily accept any job anywhere or allow them to be 
controlled by opportunities (Briscoe & Hall, 2006) but rather they will control the 
opportunities through action regulation, becoming self-determined career agents. Here ‘their 
psychological appreciation across boundaries’ (Briscoe & Hall, 2006: 12) is sophisticated 
because they are ‘attuned to their core values’ (Briscoe & Hall, 2006: 12).  They will exhibit 
active career self-management as described by the protean career model and explained by 
action regulation theory. Self-management of career, albeit organizational employment or 
contracting, as a career (Peel and Inkson 2004) is necessary. 
Figure 1: Analytical Framework – Careers in 21st Century Multi-Layered Institutional 
Settings 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
  
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
Thus, we argue that no one career model or theory developed to explain career planning and 
management in former environments can enable us to understand how people pursue their 
careers in the 21st century. However we do acknowledge that components of these models 
and theories when linked can enable us to gain a deeper understanding of how people pursue 
careers in the multi-layered institutional settings of temporary organizations characteristic of 
project-based work. 
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Methodology 
Interviews with 33 project managers working across a range of industries in Australia 
provided an opportunity to apply the analytical framework proposed in Figure 1 in order to 
assess the applicability of Schein’s career anchors and gain insights into the career experience 
of project workers in the complex multi-layered institutional settings of today’s project based 
temporary organizations.  The interviews took place in a face to face location determined by 
the interviewees or by telephone.  Guiding questions were developed through a literature 
search and interviews were conducted by each of the writers involved in this project with 
each interview lasting approximately 30-60 minutes.  Interviews were recorded and 
transcribed verbatim.  A snowball approach to sampling was used.  In one case, this began 
with selection of initial participants from a class of students studying a Project Management 
Masters Degree.  Additional respondents were then obtained through leads provided by initial 
respondents.  In another case, a brainstorming session with practitioners led to the 
identification of potential interviewees selected with a view to diversity in terms of industry 
and career longevity.  The transcripts of each interview were analysed and coded by the 
researchers with the support of qualitative analysis software, Atlas.ti (Friese, 2012) in order 
to identify themes that shed light on the career experiences of project managers in Australia.   
Results 
Extracts from five interviews are used in this paper to illustrate the reality of careers in 21st 
century multi-layered institutional settings against the analytical framework presented in 
Figure 1.  By using this representative subset of interviews it is possible to situate the career 
experiences in context. 
 
Linking to Schein’s Lifestyle career anchor, where the employee seeks a balance between 
work and family, one respondent a 32-year old project manager in building construction 
requested a change of location to support a lifestyle choice. He requested a move back to the 
city because he wanted ‘to settle at home and eventually get engaged and start a family’.  
This interviewee also sought new and experiences and professional development: 
‘… I love the finance side of it though … That’s something I might look at doing a little bit 
more in, in the finance side and I definitely need to run a couple more projects to get 
experience. I have had 6-9 months experience as a project manager to date, which is nothing, 
you know I need to do a lot more to get an understanding of all different sorts of projects 
different styles of contracts.’  
The respondent demonstrates multiple career anchors influencing his work choices: the 
Challenge of taking on larger projects and expressing a desire to develop Managerial 
Competence, another career anchor, by managing and understanding different projects and 
contract styles and by developing skills on ‘the finance side’. However, his dominant anchor 
is currently Lifestyle.  Lifestyle provides the main driving force behind his desire to settle 
down so he has not considered projects that would interfere with achieving this life goal. A 
protean career approach is demonstrated by this project manager who driven by his values, 
and whose planning includes a commitment to experiences that will assist him in achieving 
his career goals. This demonstrates the personal career management approach of the protean 
career model. Viewed from an action regulation theory perspective, this respondent’s belief 
in his ability to achieve Managerial Competence demonstrates self-knowledge, which has led 
him to recognise the need for and willingness to take time to gain the necessary experience to 
progress his career, whilst satisfying his Lifestyle needs. Self-efficacy is present and helps to 
drive him toward his ultimate goal.  From an institutional perspective, he acknowledges that 
his skills can be used in different settings that will impose different requirements.   
 
Another project manager, a civil engineer in his mid 30s, working across a range of 
infrastructure projects stated that he had realised after a few years of work experience that he 
needed to develop greater and broader skills.  The career anchor, Challenge, appeared to be 
influencing him as he tended to seek stimulation and changed jobs to do something different. 
He wanted to move beyond his initial institutional settings of discipline (engineering ) and 
project type (infrastructure) and the search for challenge and stimulation motivated the desire 
for change.   
‘[I] ended up going for an interview at the [road project], the timing was great, the tunnelling 
I saw as a very specialised field, once you were a specialist in tunnelling that’s what you were 
a specialist in, and once you’ve got that cap it’s hard to be seen as anything else.’ 
There is evidence here also of institutional barriers.  Career change can be hampered by 
specialisation and entrenched views that once you are qualified and experienced in a 
specialised field you should continue down that path.  
Such barriers can, with sufficient self-efficacy, be overcome because this respondent later 
made another change: 
‘I left CLS and went to CW back in Sydney, that was sort of my step up into the bigger 
company, I was looking now to get some bigger companies then, bigger project experience.’  
Overall, though, his dominant career anchor was Managerial Competence, as he sought 
advancement to higher positions, and to take on greater responsibility with the ultimate goal 
of both progressing his career and earning more: 
‘… for me personally, that’s always been a driver for me, I’ve wanted to get as high as I can 
as quickly as I could.  And I guess kind of that’s why I enjoyed that first company so much, is 
you did get as much as you could.  And that’s why when I got to that point where I couldn’t 
get any higher, that’s why that was the end of the road for me.’ 
Career progression in the 21st century involves the ability to move from one institutional 
setting to another, in this case to ‘bigger companies’ and ‘bigger project experience’ rather 
than as, in the past, seeking progression within either one profession or one company.  
 
Without self-efficacy this respondent would not have the necessary self-belief that he could 
progress his career so quickly. He is confident to make changes in his career to propel 
himself towards his ultimate goal of achieving Security and Stability through Management 
Competence whilst experiencing Pure Challenge. He has planned his career move to achieve 
his goals, as explained by self-regulation theory. 
 
A female engineer in her late 30s working in the transport industry, and typical of today’s 
employee who adopts a protean career approach, said: 
‘I think it’s what you make of it, because I look for opportunities all the time, because 
I speak to a lot of people and learn a lot of things from people. There have been a lot 
of opportunities within R, for me.’  
 
Gender has not led to any lack of occupational self-efficacy; indeed she demonstrates a belief 
in her ability to achieve her goals. Believing both in her ability to manage her own career and 
her right to do so, she was able to act to respond to the career anchor which most strongly 
drove her career choices: 
‘I see myself going through project management and helping people with their 
difficulties in project management skills and competencies.’ 
 
This respondent has demonstrated Service and Dedication as her main drivers. She has sought 
out opportunities to pursue work where she could help others by doing something that she 
valued; helping others to grow, develop and succeed. Self-regulation theory also helps to 
explain her actions. Self-initiative is evident as she is constantly gathering information on 
future possibilities and planning to ensure she is ready to take advantage of opportunities 
when they occur.  There is an inherent sensitivity to varying demands of different 
institutional settings and the ability to move between them.  
 
Another respondent, a female engineer in her 40s, currently working as governance manager 
in a project environment demonstrated a willingness to gain experience and recognised the 
value of this in supporting her career: 
‘… the difference that helped me to move into this current governance role was my 
having worked both with project teams in a service type capacity, providing 
consulting advice into project teams and running creative workshops for them to help 
them plan and … perform and providing peer reviews … to have a completely 
independent view of project health at various points during the life cycle. I … 
[having] … done that on such a variety meant that I could come in and provide that 
dedicated service to a project so it’s a governance service that the team … now 
provides but I think that it’s having had that exposure to such a wide variety of 
projects beforehand in [company] and also having worked deeply with the project 
methodology here, … I think that’s the journey, having a working knowledge of it 
because I was also responsible for finishing off the design development and then 
implementing that same methodology .’ 
 
Although projects vary considerably in size and type there has been an institutionalised 
tendency to isomorphism as organizations adopt similar project management ‘methodologies’.  
Understanding of these project management methodologies can assist in career moves from 
one setting to another.  This can also be seen as a commitment by this respondent to 
Technical and Functional competence, which she views as providing her with ‘an edge’, an 
expertise that is required within projects. But she also appears to recognise that she must 
continue to plan her future roles to support career building efforts and she reflects on her 
experience in order to identify her strengths and weaknesses and to help craft her future. 
‘… the role that I’m in now really is a little bit sitting on the outside looking in, more about 
observing and reporting and less opportunity at the moment to influence and actually support 
and assist. It’s influencing from the outside. It’s more reporting upwards and influencing that 
way rather than being able to interact directly with a project team and I think from this 
experience I’ve learned that I actually prefer interacting with a project team, I like being a bit 
more hands on and able to help. So where will my career path go next? It will have to be a 
role where I’m more involved with a project team, now whether that’s staying within an 
organization or back in a consulting capacity again I’m not quite sure, I would consider both, 
I’ve always enjoyed the mix of being in an organization and having a chance to go out and 
consult again. You’ll see from the career history that it’s flip flopped a little between both and 
it has been good that variety, I think it keeps you fresh changing perspectives all the time, 
having a client perspective …’ 
Here the respondent is recognizing the potential of either being within a particular 
institutional setting or on the outside looking in which presents another potential for career 
choice.  She is also motivated to move from being a ‘technically based engineer’ to a 
management role and in terms of career anchors, her driving force appears to come from a 
desire for Management Competence: 
‘I didn’t really want to be what I call a ‘hands on’ or a very technically based engineer. 
I did enjoy the broader side of it and the more management aspects of it, yes.’ 
 
A willingness to move between employment types in order to achieve her career goals 
demonstrates her recognition that the workplace of the 21st century presents these 
opportunities and is open to possibilities. Her self knowledge combines with a level of self 
efficacy to enable her to consider possibilities in the future, when they present. There is 
movement towards goal setting (Locke & Latham 2006) leading to career self management. 
She acknowledges the value of her experience and determines to use it to advantage in the 
future when she says ‘… you remember what it was like to be in the client organization … 
when you’re back as the client you’re a bit more effective at managing consultants’.  
Understanding and knowledge of the rules, beliefs and values of one institutional setting 
(client side) improves effectiveness in another institutional setting (consultant).   
 However, particular institutional settings can present barriers, either overt or covert, and she 
has experienced challenges in working within a male-dominated area: 
‘I did have manager at a UK organization who didn’t think that young girls should be doing 
management consultancy and he told my team leader that and that’s actually the reason I left 
that organization  ... potential barriers … in some quarters … to do project management, you 
have to have grey hair, look war torn and if you’re younger then you don’t cut it because you 
can’t have that experience, that’s the perception, and I think there is also some perception out 
there, in consultancy in some places and in this industry that unless you’re willing to live out 
of a suitcase and be based at site a lot of the time you just don’t cut it. I think that for certain 
people in the industry, particularly females that that can be quite limiting. It’s not explicit and 
it’s very well hidden and you wouldn’t find anybody who’d say that but there is quite a 
perception that you have to do the hard yards and to be in those senior roles generally means 
you have to have a fairly senior role in a project which means quite a lot of travel. You can 
argue about whether that’s right or wrong or whether organizations should just be smarter 
about how they support it but I do think it puts a barrier to people beyond a certain level.’ 
 
This female engineer indicates a desire not to have to travel or live in remote locations in 
order to pursue her career, which means that in the boundaryless career model terms she 
possesses a high level of psychological appreciation which enables her to control 
opportunities, through elements of action regulation theory, and determine her own career 
path, rather than have the opportunities control her. Life style, in Schien’s career anchor 
terms also appears to influence her career decision making and planning. 
 
A male, senior IT project manager, in his 30s commented on how he found his need to lead 
could be met within a project management career: 
‘… when I was working at [student job] there was always a natural progression in trying to 
take the lead and try and be more than I currently am and always trying to push ahead and 
trying to take control of things. I have always noticed that whenever I am anywhere … I will 
always try and take the lead. So it sort of all happened naturally that I like to be in control of 
things, so that’s where it all started [student job]. … when I was in high school I always liked 
things to be ordered and structured and it needed to be done properly and that’s why I felt 
engineering was the right path for myself.  … I fell into projects. I had an ability to do the job 
and I liked the way it worked and things were ordered and structured, logical and it had a 
certain process and you could take the lead, you could have a certain amount of control etc. 
and you needed those leadership skills that were always there from the [school job] days … it 
sort of felt right to me and then I thought OK this feels right and good and I’ll see how this 
goes, so I did the PRINCE2 qualification and did more studies and more reading etc. and 
started pushing and progressing up the food chain slowly. … I have always been structured, 
ordered, logical and … like to take the lead and I suppose PM naturally it works for me. … I 
get along well with people and to be a PM you need to have good communication skills, and I 
don’t know but it just works and I get along well with people and I build a good rapport and 
its working for me so I’m just going with it.’ 
 
As indicated here, discipline based institutional settings such as engineering, because of their 
values, beliefs and practices, may be particularly appealing to some people.  This respondent 
also provides evidence of the value of particular qualifications, such as PRINCE2 in the 
project management context, as boundary spanners, facilitating movement from one 
discipline or professional area to another.  Overall however, Management Competence is this 
respondent’s major career anchor. They enjoy achievement and being recognised as a leader. 
This IT project manager demonstrates self-efficacy, believing that they will be suited to 
moving to executive management level and they have thought about how they might plan to 
achieve that goal, progressing from senior, to program manager then executive management. 
This indicates career self-management and action regulation demonstrated by goal setting and 
planning: 
‘I’ve been promoted to senior I would like to stay in the senior role for another couple of 
years before I move into program management. Obviously program management would be 
the next logical step for me unless some sort of other level of executive management came up 
or whether one of the businesses I’ve got running takes off for me. But program management 
would be one of the things I would look at in the next few years definitely. ‘ 
 
This IT project manager has kept the words of a former supervisor with him for some 
time: … the manager at the time said one phrase and I still remember it ‘don’t let the flow 
control you, you need to control the flow’ and that’s always stuck with me and that still 
applies to me today as a project manager. His career aligns with the boundaryless career 
model which suggests that the individual takes charge of their own career and, and applying 
the advice of his former manager to his own career path planning, he now controls 
opportunities rather than chance opportunities control his destiny 
 
An experienced project office manager within the IT industry has moved between 
organisational roles and contract work over the years.  
 
‘I became a project management consultant across the [Bank]; eventually helping to run the 
group of … internal consultants. I then was made redundant, did my MBA. I then became a 
strategy manager and then I became a director of IT planning at strategy [State government 
Department] and then I went to do just consulting roles at project management at [Finance 
Company] [then overseas], back in Australia for [company].’ 
 
The decision to move to contract roles was prompted by being retrenched by an organisation 
he had worked with for several years:  
 
‘… I was permanent for 17 years but for the last 10 years since I was retrenched I have been 
working in contract roles and that’s my preference lately. Before the year 2000 a career was 
generally perceived as a good thing to be in, but since then the nature of works has changed 
and employers don’t treat employees as humans they treat you like numbers. And if your 
number doesn’t add up they will get rid of you very quickly and I therefore don’t think that 
loyalty plays a big part in going forward anymore. I think people will display professionalism 
but I don’t think they will display loyalty because that’s not rewarded anymore.’ 
 
He has worked long enough to observe changes in the way that people are employed. He has 
come to realise that commitment from an employer is no longer guaranteed and that not only 
contractors but also employees may find themselves unemployed. Institutional forces are at 
work so that workplace experience of both employer and employee loyalty has moved from 
the particular to the general.  This respondent has witnessed the reduced levels of loyalty 
displayed by employees in the 21st century workplace, a response to redundancies and 
retrenchments. The psychological contract of the past no longer exists. 
 
‘Being a contractor does require that you might be out of work for reasonable amounts of 
time. The benefits of being in a permanent position in the long term are that you will get a 
lifetime payout if you are retrenched. I prefer the roundabouts than the swings. With the skills 
that I’ve got I’ve got a lot of transferrable skills so I don’t want to lock myself into a low paid 
job in one country so I can have a short term high paid interesting role that is global.’ 
 
Contract employment can be seen as one institutional setting and permanent employment can 
be seen as another.  Each has it’s own characteristics which are consistent across 
organizations and countries.  This presents an opportunity for choice in career terms.  Further, 
being able to exercise choice and mobility between institutional settings whether it be project 
or employment type, industry, function, discipline or country, requires transferable skills.  
Security is not the anchor this project manager values. He prefers to control his employment 
rather than have his employment control him. This may be attributed in part to his stage of 
life: 
‘I am 57 and reaching a point in my career where I am interested in maximising my revenue. 
My aim is to gain employment in project management overseeing roles, risk-managing roles. 
I don’t see myself as an out and about PM role anymore, I did that … I see myself in a more 
contract consulting role.’ 
 
With years of experience in Australia and overseas, this participant knows he has skills, 
knowledge and experience that organisations desire. He has achieved Management 
Competence and will use it to prepare for retirement. He is exercising career self- 
management and acknowledges and accepts the institutional context within which IT project 
managers like him now work. Permanent, continuing employment is no longer assured for 
this group of professionals. 
 
Discussion 
Extracts from only five of the thirty three interviews conducted provide insights into project 
managers and how they pursue their careers in the multi-layered institutional settings of 
project based work. All indicated a level of career self-management and self-efficacy. Not all 
interviewees moved from one organization to another, but the tendency to change jobs either 
within the one employer or by moving to another organization dominated. This is a stark 
change from careers of the past where the organization controlled advancement and 
employees were committed to the organization, often for a lifetime. Despite this change in 
working conditions and environment, moving between institutional settings, the career 
anchors first identified by Schein in the 1970s continue to describe the drivers of these 
project managers’ careers.  They demonstrate self-initiative and self-regulation resulting in 
them having control over their careers which has been made possible through their perceived 
self-efficacy. However institutions’ responding to new determinations in project careers with 
old norms and belief systems is questionable.   In new systems of complexity and 
relationships, old rules and systems of organization that provide the guidelines for 
institutional behaviour face novel pressures.  
 
Conclusion 
Interviews with project managers support the applicability of Schein’s career anchors, the 
protean and boundaryless career models and social cognitive theories, in particular the 
elements of self efficacy and action regulation to project-based work in an environment 
where institutional forces drive significant changes in the structure of organizations and the 
nature of interaction.  Careers in this environment are characterised by recognition of the 
need for transferable skills in order to move between different institutional settings including 
project or employment type, industry, function, discipline or country.  Institutional settings 
can also act as barriers to career progression as in the cases demonstrated here of gender 
discrimination and pigeon-holing into specialization.  As an institutional field, normative 
strength of the project management profession is evident. 
This brief overview of the potential for use of institutional and career development theories to 
enhance understanding of the nature of work in temporary organizations demonstrates that 
there is considerable potential to use project based institutional settings to further develop 
theoretical applications in these fields.  
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